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ABSTRACT 
Michael, Amy. Exploring Artist-Mother Narratives. Unpublished Master of Arts 
Research Project,    
         University of Northern Colorado, 2019. 
 
This arts-based qualitative research explored the significance of several artist-
mother histories in relation to motherhood, adversity, and the defiance of the dominant 
culture’s maternal ideologies. I used Kellman’s narrative lens of invention, description, 
and negotiation to investigate artist-mother conflicts and negotiations. Conceptualizing 
artist-mother narratives developed from mothering two sons who endured complex health 
issues in their childhood. I reflexively examined fragments of my maternal experiences 
through poetry writing and artmaking to uncover the significance of narrative and my 
sense of inter-ruption. My creative processes and artistic products were revealing; they 
helped me order, process, construct meaning, validate, communicate, and share my story. 
Negotiating my story was transformative in bringing my sense of personal discord into 
order. My unanticipated findings included experiencing a strong sense of camaraderie 
with artist-mothers who faced adversity. Their rich stories have left an indelible influence 
on me. The reflexive and creative process of narrative brought healing from the past - 
providing purpose for the future.   
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PREFACE 
Fragments of Experience 
Thirteen years ago, I experienced an unnerving intuition that my children were 
sick; I went to appointments with conventional medical doctors who left my questions 
unanswered. Each day I watched my children’s health decline. Then I discovered an 
herbalist who offered some explanation to my children’s suffering. I implemented her 
healing protocols, but I still had unanswered questions why there was not more 
improvement. From my experience I have learned that healing requires consistent work, 
resources, time, and receptivity. Knowing time was of the essence I became increasingly 
impatient. In distress, I turned to God. On a cold and dark winter evening I drove to a 
church prayer session and shared my story with a praying woman. The church was warm 
with empathy and the glow of lit candles.  
I never caught the praying woman’s name, but a few days later she informed me 
of a progressive medical practice and I made an appointment. When I took my older son 
to this Harvard and Yale-trained doctor an hour of discussion and examination was 
revealing: she gently explained, “Your son is very sick.” Her body language spoke 
louder; I sensed she was perplexed that he was alive. Her words struck me because they 
were accurate and grossly understated.  
I asked God to save my son. I pleaded. I made faith-filled anxious promises. I 
bartered with God, “My son’s life could be instrumental in fulfilling Your purposes.” 
Like the Biblical story of David and Goliath, I felt small like David standing before this 
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giant healing battle, a steep learning curve. I absorbed information: the causes of illness, 
supplements, herbs, special diets, food allergies, asthma and Autism Spectrum Disorders. 
I continually researched and prayed.  
An array of tests indicated that my son had intestinal dysbiosis, consisting of an 
overgrowth of candida, bacteria, viruses, and parasites in the body. The overgrowth of 
microbes created holes in his intestines, which in turn contributed to many food allergies. 
This vicious cycle of disease, allergens, and inflammation, put his body on high alert 
further complicating the healing journey. One allergy test revealed my son reacted to 418 
food and environmental allergens and additional tests indicated his body held excessive 
amounts of heavy metals. His body was overburdened with layers of disease. I grieve 
deeply when I recall his labored breathing, his pale skin with dark circles around his 
eyes, his skinny frame and extended belly, clumps of his hair falling out, his aching joints, 
and his sleepless nights. When I reflect on this experience, my heart, mind, body, and soul 
cry and groan. My younger son experienced intestinal dysbiosis but to a lesser extent: he 
experienced adrenal exhaustion, melancholy, and digestive issues from food allergens. 
This progressive doctor treated my children several times a year for four years, 
prescribing and re-prescribing healing diets and endless supplements. She initiated 
detoxing microbes, gut healing and taught us how to neutralize environmental assaults. 
Under her care, my children’s health improved. These stress-filled moments cause a 
mother to linger. 
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CHAPTER I 
Narrative through Creative Expression 
This arts-based qualitative research explores the significance of several artist-
mother histories through Kellman’s narrative lens of invention, description, and 
negotiation. I have been investigating my life experiences through poetry writing and 
artmaking. These two artistic entry points are intended to inform one another. 
A/r/tographer, Rita Irwin, describes the benefits of dual points of entry, “Art and writing 
unite the visual and textual by complementing, refuting, or enhancing one another. Image 
and text do not duplicate one another but rather teach something different yet similar, 
allowing us to inquire more deeply into our practices” (Cosson & Irwin, 2004, p. 31). 
Professor and practicing artist Shaun McNiff and his students have been researching 
artistic expression as a form of inquiry for decades. McNiff (2008) explains, “We are 
discovering how these art-based methods, making use of a larger spectrum of creative 
intelligence and communication, generate important information that often feels more 
accurate, original, and intelligent than more conventional descriptions” (p.29). 
  In my experience, conceptualizing artist-mother themes developed from 
mothering two sons who endured illness consistent with Autism Spectrum Disorders and 
from feeling at odds with the dominant culture’s maternal expectations. The article, “The 
Price Mothers Pay, Even When They Are Not Buying It: Mental Health Consequences of 
Idealized Motherhood,” outlines the premise and viability of dominant mothering 
ideologies. It reads,  
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…the unattainable standards of perfection associated with modern motherhood… 
even for women who do not conform to the standards of intensive mothering, the 
pressure to be perfect and associated guilt for not meeting the standards is alive 
and well. (Henderson, Harmon, Newman, 2016, p. 524) 
These impossible mothering standards of perfection flood modern culture, increasing 
maternal stress and anxiety, and lowering maternal self-efficacy (Henderson, Harmon, 
Newman, 2016). Artist-mothers whose work explores motherhood, adversity, and the 
defiance of cultural notions, norms, and expectations influenced these themes. These 
artist-mothers’ negotiations are presented and reconciled. 
My faith in God helped me navigate through complex mothering experiences. 
However, my preconceptions about motherhood vs. the reality, and cultural expectations 
vs. personal beliefs have contributed to elusive dichotomies that invite new questions. 
Have I lost part of my identity in the chaos of mothering alongside impossible maternal 
cultural expectations? How do artist-mothers rectify conflicting feminine roles? Have I 
been doing too much for my family while neglecting my innate artistic passions? Did I 
lose my voice and sense of agency in the chaos of mothering obligations or the trauma of 
my children’s physical healing regimen? Does my life reflect my beliefs? Can the 
creative exploration of personal narrative through poetry and artmaking provide answers 
to these questions and invite reparation? Shaun McNiff (2008) advocates for the 
relevance of heuristic methodologies. He writes, 
I want to emphasize how even though the artistic expressions may come from 
within me, I nevertheless attempt to study the art objects and the process of 
making them with as much objectivity as possible. I am intimately connected to 
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what I make, and this relationship can further understanding, but it still separates 
from me. The examination is both heuristic and empirical and thoroughly artistic. 
(p.31) 
During stressful times, I thought in images. I envisioned ideas, words, and 
imagined work: drawings, scattered words, prints, and poems trapped and desiring to be 
realized, released, and understood. As a mother, wife, and former art teacher juggling 
multiple feminine roles, I have lingered in a state of inter-ruption. I have dreamed of 
becoming an artist since childhood, bidding the question has my life interrupted my 
dreams? Is this inter-rupted state a result of timing, finances, cultural context, growing 
weary, not being true to myself, my distance from God, or a combination of everything? 
Will this sense of inter-ruption be rectified through narrative poetry and artmaking? 
Nancy Locke, associate professor of art history at Penn State, sheds light on the 
intriguing question of whether artists are born or taught. She responds,  
…artists are products of their times and context, both artistic and social… Like 
natural talent, the vision is innate. Yet the way that vision comes to fruition 
depends upon the artist’s time and place, the surrounding artistic tradition, 
training and life experience. (Duchene, 2007, para. 5) 
This research actively pursues fulfilling a vision; explores ideas about motherhood; 
invites clarity and healing from the past, which may result in moving forward with 
confidence and purpose. The body of work I present surrenders to the fragments of my 
experience. 
This research explores my artistic process as it relates to my experiences of 
motherhood and the transformative nature of writing and artmaking. I seek to bring chaos 
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into order through the creation of poetry, printmaking, journaling, and subsequently 
examining my artistic process and objects. In my completed linocut and woodcut prints, 
an order is present within my repetitive imagery, composition, and forms. The poems I 
have completed expose the honest and raw realities of my thoughts and experiences. This 
body of work explores the mother/child bond, maternal cultural expectations, conflicts in 
navigating my children’s health issues, misunderstood and shushed dialogue, and 
understanding God’s purpose through it all. I share my story through reflecting, 
reframing, and negotiating my experience. 
Definitions and Terms 
Autism Spectrum Disorders (ASDs) 1. Dr. Natasha Campbell-McBride, neurologist, 
neurosurgeon, and nutritionist refers to autism spectrum disorders as digestive disorders. 
The severity of the neurological and psychiatric symptoms reflects the level of toxicity in 
the digestive system (Campbell-McBride, 2010).  2. “A complex developmental 
condition that involves persistent challenges in social interaction, speech and nonverbal 
communication, and restricted/repetitive behaviors. The effects of ASD and the severity 
of symptoms are different in each person. ASD is usually first diagnosed in childhood 
with many of the most obvious signs presenting around 2-3 years old, but some children 
with autism develop normally until toddlerhood when they stop acquiring or lose 
previously gained skills” (Autism Spectrum Disorder, n.d.).   
Artist-Mother. This personal term merges the dual roles of artist and mother, artists who 
explore motherhood as discourse and art practice.  
Dominant Culture. Refers to the dominant ideologies, standards, and expectations held by 
the majority of the population (Henderson, Harmon, & Newman, 2016).  
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Feminine Roles. Imposed cultural and behavioral expectations on the basis of feminine 
gender. Feminine roles may include but are not limited to home, work, and private life. 
Expected behaviors and responsibilities may include caregiving, childrearing, and 
nurturing (Yener, 2017). 
Inter-rupted/ion. A personal definition: rupture; being pulled in multiple directions 
resulting in confusion, stagnation, shock and indecision. A high alert, emotionally 
draining status, which lacks time for quieted, deep reflection, and purposeful action. 
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CHAPTER II 
Artist-Mother Narratives 
Artist-researcher-teacher Sylvia Wilson (2004) opens chapter one, Fragments: 
Life Writing in Image and Text, with a narrative poem. Overwhelmed she tries to piece 
together fragments of her life mothering a son with multiple disabilities, who hovered 
between life and death twice. Her thoughts, memories, and emotions are scattered; she 
needs to make a quilt to make sense of her life. Without planning or conditions, she 
begins opening herself to the creative process. Wilson (2004) explains, “I wrote and 
stitched, the story of my experience of mothering a child born with multiple disabilities 
began to unfold” (p. 42). From one artist-mother to another, Wilson’s statement leads me 
to consider the significance of narrative through artmaking.  
People tell stories because we have an innate need to understand life. Our 
proclivity for telling stories is part of our human nature. 
Humans have what Rosen calls the ‘autobiographical impulse,’ or the need to tell 
our personal stories in order to make sense of our own lives. We do this by telling 
stories about our own experiences and, through them, defining our personal 
beliefs or group membership. (Zander, 2007, pp. 190-191) 
Creating, seeing, hearing, and verbalizing personal narratives encourages deeper 
understanding, authentic artmaking, and shared community. As we dig deeper, we reflect 
on our lives, bringing clarity to who we are, what matters, and how we choose to respond 
to the world around us. Bey (2013) explains, “The stories that are told, as well as those 
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that are not told, equally shape the identities of people and places within our communities” 
(p. 15). Our stories structure, record, and validate our life experiences by bringing order 
to where we have been and help define and redefine our hopes, dreams, and purpose. 
Julia Kellman’s (1995) article “Harvey Shows the Way: Narrative in Children’s Art” 
discusses the narrative aspects of artmaking as invention, description, and negotiation. 
First this arts-based research project explores Kellman’s narrative aspects of artmaking 
and weaves in Sylvia Wilson’s concurring findings; then it examines three artist-mother’s 
artwork through Kellman’s narrative lens. Through this process, I explore artist-mother 
narratives, themes, and conflicts.  
Narrative as Invention 
In narrative as invention an artist constructs a better “psychological world,” an 
“alternative reality” (Kellman, 1995, p.18, p. 22). Art as invention transcends time, place, 
experience, and logic (Kellman, 1995). Internal and external stressors become 
manageable via invention, the mind trumps circumstance. Wilson (2004) explores this 
maternal psychological place through writing and artmaking. She describes her research, 
To explore my experience of being the mother of a severely disabled child 
through seasons of loss. To explore who I am, who I have become, as a result of 
living with my son Nathaniel and with the ever-present reality of death. (p. 49) 
Wilson (2004) credits the artmaking process of “imaging” in understanding the depths of 
her despair, from the darkness, life, and hope emerge (p. 58). Art as invention is an 
artist’s sustenance. 
Kellman (1995) explains how Nelly Toll, a young girl hiding from the Nazis, uses 
art as invention. 
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She painted places where she had been happy and where she could be a part of all 
the things that defined her life in the past. She explored ideas, recalled pleasures, 
and created a world as she painted what made sense and had value and meaning 
for an eight-year-old girl. (p. 19)  
Nelly exemplified the narrative act of art as invention as she recorded her world, creating 
meaning and imaginary worlds through her artwork. Kellman (1995) explains, “For Nelly, 
artmaking was a means of inventing, a method of thinking, a way of giving life to hopes 
and dreams” (p. 19). Narrative as invention is transformative in nature, extending 
creativity, embracing imagination, enhancing meaning, and encouraging renewed hope. 
“[Artists] create meaning from the substance of their lives, family, community, home, 
constituting their experiences into stories” (Kellman, 1998, p. 40). 
Narrative as Description 
Kellman (1995) defines the narrative of art as described as “the here and now” 
allowing artists to share “the specifics” of their experiences with others (p. 19). An 
artist’s vivid images reflect their attitudes, thoughts, and feelings, and aspects of their 
values and beliefs, culture, or society. Raw, powerful, detailed, insightful, descriptive 
artwork becomes a record of lived experience. Wilson (2004) quotes Watrin’s thoughts 
on artmaking as a form of research, “[Art] seizes the fullness of lived experience by 
describing, interpreting, creating, reconstituting, and revealing meaning” (p. 46). Kellman 
(1995) recounts narrative as a description concerning the artwork children created in 
Terezin’s concentration camps (p. 19). She writes,  
…the conditions around them make themselves felt in the wistful tones and 
painful images in their art. Many of the narratives are clear-eyed descriptions of 
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the way things were in Terezin. Others speak of hope for the future. Nonetheless, 
all express the children’s disquiet and discomfort. (Kellman, 1995, p. 19) 
Art as description is compelling and communicative. It lends itself to empathy, as 
the artist and the viewer visually share the events of their lives and hear people’s stories. 
As the artist visually shares his/her experiences the viewer may personally engage and 
connect with the artist’s story, truths, and humanness. Wilson’s (2004) research through 
artmaking and writing extends the shared, communicative nature of art as description. 
She writes, “the reader/viewer’s own stories can be woven in with mine, images and text 
resonating not just with each other but with the viewer as well, inviting him/her in as a 
participant in the process” (p. 50). As the narratives entwine they generate new meaning 
(Wilson, 2004). Kellman (1995) touches upon the importance of Fred Roger’s thoughts 
on this “sacred space” (p. 22). Sharing one’s narrative creates a “sacred space” between 
the artist and the viewer, which might be a place of “deep purpose, moral responsibility, 
and intense communication” (Kellman, 1995, p. 22). The children in Terezin’s 
concentration camp painted dark and disparaging images of their world. By illustrating 
the details of humanity, “We cover the universe with the drawings we have lived” 
(Kellman, 1998 p. 40). Through the narrative nature of art as description, artists voice 
illustrative stories of their lived experience.  
Narrative as Negotiation 
Negotiating artmaking narratives provide a “record of development of meaning or 
as ways to come to terms” (Kellman, 1995, p. 20-21). The negotiated narrative qualities 
of art provide a way to process, construct meaning, problem solve, and mark personal 
joys, struggles, and experience. According to Kellman (1995) aspects of negotiation 
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include, “engagement, withdrawal, compromise, commitment, and resolution” (p. 21). 
Wilson’s narrative exemplifies this negotiated reciprocity of artmaking informing writing 
and writing informing artmaking. Wilson (2004) identifies recurring themes in her 
narrative quilting and writing, “I came back again and again to hope, to growth, to 
renewal, and to life. Cycles and seasons, a dialectic of loss and growth. Birth, life, death. 
The things quilts are made of” (p. 48). Her quilt became a metaphor, signifying the 
negotiation of her and her son’s existence.  
Kellman (1995) explains how drawing helps a girl process the death of her fish. 
As the girl draws her personal story, her mind, and heart struggle with thoughts of life 
and death. She makes a series of three drawings, processing her grief, and concludes that 
her fish is in heaven with her father. Negotiating through making art is transformational, 
allowing the artist to document his/her experience and enabling them to move forward. 
The artwork itself becomes a record of the negotiation. We all have stories to tell; 
narrative as a form of negotiation helps us process, resolve, document, and create 
meaning from the substance of life. Humanity wrestles with life’s narratives. 
Artist-Mother Julie Blackmon 
Photographer, Julie Blackmon, holds that all artists’ work is innately 
autobiographical (Schwiegershausen, 2014). Being the eldest of nine siblings, having 
raised three children, and being a part of a large extended family, Blackmon is astute to 
the nuances of family life. Blackmon took photography classes in college before she 
stayed home to raise her three children. As her children grew older, she returned to 
photography, primarily intending to take beautiful photos of her children.  
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One day she took photos at her sister’s house. Her sister spoke on the phone in the 
kitchen, while one room over, her niece got into the nail polish. Later Blackmon viewed 
the photos and experimented with lighting effects. The lighting in the everyday photo, 
Nail Polish, contributed to a surreal atmosphere. Intrigued, Blackmon realized 
photography could extend the limits of documentary. She describes her creative vision, 
“Everyday moments in my everyday life… told… in a fantastical way. Exaggerating 
what I see around me. To say the truth in a way, that the truth can’t expand upon as much, 
as if I am exaggerating it or fictionalizing it” (Fahey & Klein, 2018, 0:04). Blackmon’s 
straightforward narrative of invention presents conflicting cultural narratives in a light-
hearted way.  
Born in 1966, Blackmon feels nostalgic for the way she grew up. During these 
cultural times, parents had their worlds, and children had separate worlds. Children were 
left to their own devices, often playing in fields, running from house-to-house, and 
roaming about town. Blackmon recognizes the cultural tension between the way she grew 
up versus the current, American, child-centered culture, where it is common for mothers 
to schedule and orchestrate their child’s life. Despite cultural pressure, she has a hands-
off approach to parenting. Her descriptive narratives focus on “the here and now,” 
children playing, wandering about, and oblivious to danger (Kellman, 1995, p. 19). 
Blackmon’s satirical photos make the viewer question family dynamics, and leave the 
viewer wondering why the mother is not present. Her images strikingly contrast the 
prevailing ‘helicopter parenting’ culture.  
Blackmon’s photo, The Power of Now, satirizes modern day mothering. With the 
self-help book, The Power of Now, within arm’s reach, this mother attempts to ‘live in the 
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moment.’ The paradox lies in the baby at the edge of the pool. When the mother takes a 
moment for herself, her child becomes endangered. In describing her Domestic Vacation 
series, Blackmon said, 
I wanted to say how I felt about our lives. I wanted to say something about the 
conflicting expectations of women in this child-center culture. As much as people 
think the work is about the kids it’s not about the kids. It is the absence of the 
adults. The chaos and the crazy scenes with kids doing dangerous things are really 
just a metaphor for the stress that we feel in today’s culture (Blackmon, 2017, p. 
96). 
          
 
Figure 1.  Julie Blackmon, The Power of Now, photograph, 2008 (Blackmon, 2008). 
 
The chaos and crazy scenes represent Blackmon’s maternal state of mind. 
Blackmon’s survival mode of parenting runs counterculture. She explains, “Sometimes 
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the key to surviving a day is to take yourself out of that moment” (Fahey & Klein, 2018, 
2:25). Blackmon’s narratives of negotiation involve processing, sorting out, and 
resolving: feeling overwhelmed; the need to “simultaneously escape and connect;” 
conflicting parental cultural shifts; and questioning and understanding elusive parenting 
issues (Blackmon, 2008, para. 2). While interviewing Julie Blackmon for her book 
Homegrown, Reese Witherspoon restates Blackmon’s narrative of negotiation, “to show 
the flaws, the torn lining, the parts of life that aren’t, so perfect. I think that’s 
refreshing… especially in this culture, where everything is so Instagram and cookie-
cutter perfect” (Blackmon & Witherspoon, 2014, p.102). Her work provokes the viewer 
to question the nuances and norms of modern parenting: have I done too much, or not 
enough for my child?; Am I engaging in authentic parenting or checking out?; Have I 
provided my child with adequate freedom, protection, and responsibility?; What are the 
effects of my parenting? Blackmon’s viewers answer these open-ended questions and 
participate in creating their parenting narratives. These artist-mother themes represent 
Blackmon’s personal and cultural narratives of negotiation.  
Artist-Mother Monica Bock 
Artist-mother Monica Bock’s lofty biography statement testifies to her expansive 
credentials. She is an installation artist and mixed media sculptor affiliated with Soho20 
Gallery in New York City. Bock has been a professor of art at the University of 
Connecticut since 1996. She credits her high school and college theater experience in 
sparking her interest in installation and sculpture. A student of the School of the Art 
Institute of Chicago, Bock received her BFA in Ceramics in 1989, and her MFA in 
Sculpture in 1991. She continued coursework at the SAIC in art history, theory, and 
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criticism, and went on to serve as an Assistant Adjunct Professor (Bock, 2018). While 
completing her MFA, she became attuned to the compromises her mother made while 
balancing the dual roles of work and mother. The centerpiece of Bock’s MFA exhibit 
paid tribute to her mother’s struggles. Bock (2001) explains, 
The piece came out of knowing that, like my mother, my unavoidable need for my 
own work was coupled with a desire to birth and raise children, that I would soon 
be negotiating the same treacherous territory between intimacy and autonomy that 
she had, and that I would be equally driven and torn by it. (p. 56) 
Mothers negotiate their involvement in the nurturing maternal role. They secure 
and sacrifice their dreams, ambitions, and identities by assigning a value to their 
negotiated roles. Personal, maternal, and professional identities can become disoriented 
amidst the demands of mothering. How do we move away from our cultural tendencies to 
separate rather than integrate these roles and identities? For over ten years, Bock bridged 
the gap between a professor of art and mother, by designating mother and child content as 
her art research and practice. Creating work about her and her children’s lived experience 
allowed Bock to process, evaluate meaning, and record their reality; resulting in keeping 
her children close at heart. Bock (2001) defines the basis of her artistic endeavors, “…my 
creative research has responded to tensions between intimacy and autonomy, nurturing 
and productivity, family and work. My art has become the means of publicly negotiating 
the terms of motherhood as a personal experience, social identity and cultural institution” 
(p. 58). Bock’s narrative of negotiation aims to resolve the contradictory pulls of her dual 
identities, as well as her personal views versus cultural expectations of parenting. How do 
mothers define and defend their individuality in the face of impossible cultural standards? 
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Can a mother’s approach to nurturing vary and be self-evaluative? Why is it less 
culturally acceptable for women to have something for themselves? How can women 
define themselves outside of our culture’s notion of the ‘good mother’ and the ‘bad 
mother?’ Monica Bock’s artwork invites the viewer to question and contest maternal 
notions, cultural norms, inciting new maternal narratives. 
Bock experienced the intense scrutiny of society’s unrealistic standards of 
mothering firsthand. Even something as simple as the contents of her children’s lunches 
could be a topic dispute. Nutritious lunches are indicators good mothering, while 
processed foods indicate bad mothering. Bock (2001) explains, “This lunch issue was 
sort of a symptom of a larger set of impossible expectations that is always hovering over 
a parent, particularly mothers, in terms of how they take care of their kids” (Bock, 
Valentino, & Mileski, 2001, p. 1). 
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Figure 2.  Monica Bock, Maternal Exposure (Don’t Forget the Lunches) 1999-2000, embossed and folded 
sheet lead, cast glycerin, 2000 (Bock, 2000). 
 
In Bock’s installation, Maternal Exposure (Don’t Forget the Lunches) 1999-2000, 
a mother’s remarkable labor and attempt to nurture are open to examination. Bock (2001) 
states, “the daily rituals of exposing one’s children and one’s nurturing skills to public 
scrutiny” (p. 60) inspired this installation. It includes 418 lead and 418 cast glycerin 
lunch bag replicas representing the lunches she packed for her two children for an entire 
year. The protective lead lunch bags exhibit methodical organization into rows based on 
their packing dates. The flesh-like glycerin lunch bags are randomly juxtaposed. For 
Bock, glycerin’s impermanence symbolizes vulnerability. The contrasting use of hard and 
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organic materials, the orderly and disorderly arrangement, speak of Bock’s parental 
“need for order” coupled by her “desire to nurture freedom and creativity” within her 
home (Bock, Valentino, & Mileski, 2001, p. 1). Her expansive installation includes 88 
interspersed plaques, signifying the days Bock’s children did not need packed lunches 
due to holidays, snow days, or illness. 
 The lunches present genuine narratives of invention, life-giving symbols of 
nourishment, a mother’s impalpable labor, and unconditional love. The lunches provide 
descriptive narratives of the frequency of unnoticed maternal daily rituals: the binary act 
of nurturing independence and protecting, preparing and sending one’s children out into 
the world. An exterior stamp on each lunch bag lists the contents of each lunch. Bock’s 
differing narrative of negotiation “addresses both the ways in which maternal care is 
scrutinized and the anxiety produced by such scrutiny” (Buller, 2016, p. 141). Our 
culture’s unrealistic mothering standards perpetuate anxiety. Mothers often feel judged 
and compelled to rationalize parenting actions. The descriptive stamping on each lunch 
bag ascribes to a mother’s intense examination.  
Bock continuously searches for meaning, in negotiating her artist and mother 
roles. She explains, “I’m always one step behind myself watching and thinking about 
what’s going on, crafting and re-crafting my existence, ordering and re-ordering, creating 
and recreating. Whether I’m making art or constructing family, I’m analyzing and 
processing my experience” (Bock, Valentino, & Mileski, 2001, p. 1). Monica Bock’s life 
and work invite the viewer to question and contest maternal norms and notions of the 
dominant culture, and to generate and regenerate maternal narratives. 
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Artist-Mother Käthe Kollwitz 
Käthe Kollwitz, born in 1867, is a notable early 20th-century German artist. Born 
into a social activist family, the granddaughter of an influential Christian pastor, 
Kollwitz’s destiny marks history. Her father encouraged her artistic pursuits. She studied 
under a printmaker by age thirteen. By her late teens, she studied under artists in Berlin 
and Munich, a time when art academies declined female admission. During her art 
studies, she married her brother’s friend, a medical student. Karl and Käthe Kollwitz 
moved to the impoverished neighborhoods of Berlin where they had two sons and served 
the poor. Her art studio stood beside her husband’s medical practice, where she came to 
know the heartfelt struggles of the overworked, disenfranchised proletariat. Kollwitz’s 
impassioned, expressive, observational work speaks of the complex social issues of her 
time. American art historian, Elizabeth McCausland (1937) comments on Kollwitz’s 
trajectory, “her work is one of the great human documents of the twentieth century as 
well as great art” (p. 20). Recurring themes in Kollwitz’s artwork include motherhood, 
poverty, hunger, exploitation, revolt, war, death, and bereavement.   
In the early 1900s war and anti-war art-propaganda prevailed throughout 
Germany. Images of women and children became the moving subjects in posters and 
print materials (Vangen, 2009). Women implored by the government to bear more 
children to offset the low population resulting from industrialization, poverty, and war 
(Vangen, 2009). The prevailing nationalist and idealist spirit called for a mother and a 
son’s self-sacrifice in war (Moorjani, 1986). Pro-war propaganda swayed mothers to 
view their son’s/s’ service and death in war as maternal self-sacrifice, worth the 
betterment of future generations (Moorjani, 1986). Anti-war sentiments depicted mothers 
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tenderly holding and protecting their children, while other anti-war images portrayed 
mothers fiercely confronting and protesting the war. Pro-war and anti-war propaganda 
became blurred with both sides utilizing the mother and child theme to promote their 
cause (Vangen, 2009). Germany’s complex cultural climate, a persistent ideology of self-
sacrifice, and the pervasive nationalist spirit initiated by the French Revolution positioned 
young men to serve (Moorjani, 1986). Kollwitz was torn by the cultural ideology of self-
sacrifice and apprehensive for her son’ lives (Moorjani, 1986). 
When World War I began, Karl and Käthe Kollwitz’s son Peter asked for 
permission to enlist. Käthe Kollwitz wavered over Peter enlisting, but Karl Kollwitz 
adamantly opposed. She persuaded her husband to reconsider, then Karl Kollwitz granted 
him permission. A few days later Kollwitz’s diary expresses turmoil over this decision. 
Professor Angela Moorjani (1998) summarizes Kollwitz’s entries, “expressions of fear 
and outrage at the sacrifice of the young in an insane war alternate with expressions of 
enthusiasm for her sons’ and their friends’ idealism and self-sacrifice” (p. 1113). 
Kollwitz dissuades Peter, but he enlists and dies in war shortly after that. Brokenhearted, 
suffocating from loss Kollwitz’s unfolding artwork negotiates Peter’s death and the 
ideology of self-sacrifice in war (Moorjani, 1986). Her copious self-portraits often 
portray her exhaustive state and pensive mood. McCausland’s (1937) article on Kollwitz 
comments,  
… her remarkable record of the life of a woman, as if she were always coming 
back to peer at her face in a mirror and ask, ‘Why does life do this to me? Why 
does life do this to women?’ (p. 24) 
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Kollwitz explores the mother/child theme for the remainder of her art career, 
signifying a longing for reparation (Moorjani, 1986). For almost two decades, she has 
difficulty completing the World War I memorial. Her initial sketches allude to the 
ideology of self-sacrifice, idealizing Peter’s bravery and memorializing soldiers’ lives 
lost in battle. The final sculpture portrays descriptive narratives, a downcast mother and 
father, replicas of Karl and Käthe Kollwitz, mourning Peter’s death and casualties of war. 
Their pain-filled forms voice deep purpose, the reality of war’s effect on families. The 
mother and father are divided by a walkway, allowing viewers to participate, as mourners 
in the specifics of the experience (Moorjani, 1986). The empty walkway, dividing Karl 
and Käthe Kollwitz in their grief, symbolizes her renounced view of self-sacrifice in war 
(Moorjani, 1986). Kollwitz’s World War I memorial and its drawn-out stages of 
development, provide a visual record of her negotiated views on loss, self-sacrifice, and 
war.              
 
Figure 3.  Käthe Kollwitz, The Grieving Parents, stone, 1932 (Kollwitz, 2006). 
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Figure 4.  Käthe Kollwitz, The Mothers, lithograph, 1919 (Kollwitz, 2015). 
 
Kollwitz’s lithograph, The Mothers (1919), an anti-war sentiment reflects a 
mother’s instinct to nurture and protect. Depicted on the right, Kollwitz and her two sons 
stand among a group of mothers and children. Kollwitz’s narrative of invention attests to 
a mother’s love and protection. With her eyes closed, her robust arms affectionately 
embrace her innocent children. Her firm, visually enlarged hands lock and protect them. 
She describes and records the specifics of the mother/child bond. Kollwitz’s soft shading 
techniques and gentle facial features accentuate this tender moment; her use of 
chiaroscuro intensifies this mother’s persistence and moral responsibility. These mothers 
join protesting the war. McCausland (1937) describes the humanness of Kollwitz’s prints, 
“[they have] a dateless quality art possesses when it has passed from the topical into the 
universal, one is aware only of the urgency of what they say” (p. 24). Kollwitz resolves 
her personal and political narrative of negotiation - she did not bear children to have them 
sacrificed in war (Moorjani, 1986). Kollwitz’s later diary entries refute nationalist and 
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idealist views of self-sacrifice in war (Moorjani, 1986). She comes to terms with Peter’s 
existence, adopting a generative stance, she holds onto Peter, and he remains a part of her 
(Moorjani, 1986). Kollwitz’s diary entry summarizes her life as an artist, “all these prints 
are a distillation of my life. I have never done work cold…I have always worked with my 
blood so to speak” (Kollwitz & Kollwitz, 1988, p. 156).  
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CHAPTER III 
Plan of Action 
For this arts-based research project, I sought to understand the significance of 
narrative through exploring my literal and emotional sense of inter-ruption through 
creative practice. Sullivan (2006) describes this inquiry process as,  
…interactive and reflexive whereby imaginative insight is constructed from a 
creative and critical practice. Oftentimes what is known can limit the possibility 
of what is not and this requires a creative act to see things from a new view. An 
inquiry process involving interpretive and critical acts is then possible as new 
insights confirm, challenge, or change our understanding. (p. 20) 
I examined the artwork of three artist-mothers and my body of work through Kellman’s 
narrative lens of invention, description, and negotiation. I reflected on social and cultural 
artist-mother tensions and themes, and sorted through fragments of my maternal 
experience through writing poetry, artmaking, and journaling.  
I used narrative poetry writing as a means of creative expression to unlock past 
experiences and re-remember significant events in written form. Writing and artmaking 
inform each other and attend to “the specifics” of experience (Kellman, 1995, p.19). 
Artmaking provided a visual narrative of my thoughts, feelings, and life experiences. I 
analyzed and interpreted my findings from both forms of creative expression. Journaling 
was my final means of data collection, documenting my thoughts, feelings, emotions, 
ideas, imagery, artistic processes, artistic products and art materials. This process began 
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with free writing and transformed into more focused thoughts. I reviewed my journal for 
recurring themes, words, and images that resonated with me and recorded new 
understandings, possibilities, and goals.  
Procedure 
I created artwork, poetry, and reflected on prints made during this master’s 
program. Throughout the creation process, I narratively documented my thoughts and 
feelings. I collected data via poetry writing, artmaking, and journaling. Reflecting, sorting, 
recording: inspirations, lived experiences, materials, artmaking processes, poetry and art 
object outcomes. My goal was to cultivate a flowing, nurturing, and inspiring studio 
environment. I limited my creation timeframe, allowing for extended time on writing and 
data analysis. I was the only researcher and participant in this art-based self-study.  
Data Collection 
I used poetry writing, artmaking, and journaling as my data collection strategy. I 
documented the artistic processes and artistic products. I reflected and reframed life 
experiences, which allowed me to move forward with confidence and purpose as an artist, 
a mother, and a human. This process helped me sort through, learn from, and share my 
experience. I am the only one who fully knows my story; I am the fitting person for the 
endeavor.  
Analyzing the Data 
I analyzed, synthesized, and evaluated my personal experience, poetry, artwork, 
and journal for recurring themes, observations, and outcomes. I looked for similarities 
and differences among the data. The focus of my data analysis was to be open to organic 
findings. I hoped to better understand the tensions and pulls of artist-mother narratives. 
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This research brought together fragments of my experience, shedding light on my life 
story. It helped me understand my emotional and literal sense of inter-ruption. 
Limitations 
The findings from this arts-based research are framed through Eisner’s view on 
generalizability. Eisner (2005) states, “Art provides canonical images that organize our 
world and that apply to more than what we bargained for…we can check out the 
applicability of the canonical image to other situations” (p. 15). Poetry and artmaking are 
two forms of creative expression that “organize our perceptions,” elaborate the contextual 
setting, and provide transferability (Eisner, 2005, p.15). Artist-mothers and mothers at 
large may find relevance in this qualitative research. Arts-based validity may be assessed 
through Eisner’s framework of referential adequacy and structural corroboration. 
Referential adequacy points to locating the author-artist’s claims and structural 
corroboration refers to providing evidence to establish believability (Eisner, 2005). There 
may be some distortion and fragmentation in remembering a lived experience. 
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CHAPTER IV 
Artwork and Poetry 
 I have been exploring the significance of my artist-mother narratives and my 
sense of inter-ruption through artmaking, poetry writing, and journaling. I seek to bring 
personal discord into order through the transformative nature of artmaking and writing, 
and subsequently examining my artistic process and products. My imagery and text unite, 
informing one another, elaborating meaning, communicating my story. This woven body 
of works explores motherhood, adversity, and the defiance of cultural notions, norms, and 
expectations. I investigate my artwork and poetry through Kellman’s lens of invention, 
description, and negotiation. 
Artwork Narrative as Invention: Son 
When I reflect on my woodcut Son, (see Figure 5) I consider its narrative as 
invention. I have known that I wanted to be a mother since childhood. I was raised in a 
family of four girls. I often laughed, fought, and talked late into the night with my sisters. 
I wanted my husband to similarly experience male companionship. I secretly hoped for 
boys; I asked God for them; I got them. 
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Figure 5.  Amy Michael, Son, reduction woodcut, 2014  
When I started working I wanted this print to display the wonder and miracle of 
pregnancy and motherhood. The intricacies and process of having a child grow inside 
one’s body and thoughts of bringing a life into the world are amazing when pausing to 
think about it.  
The image Son depicts a baby boy in his mother’s womb, representing both of my 
children. The soft, repetitious, light and medium gray shapes surround the baby like a 
cozy blanket offering comfort and protection. The shades of blue allude to colors 
typically associated with a baby boy. In this image the baby is about to suck his thumb, 
which I view this as another amusing wonder. The pinned, skirt-like cloth takes on a 
feminine form and a personal sentiment. When I was a child, I helped my mother hang 
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washed clothing outside on our clothesline. In my adult life, during my travels, I was 
charmed to see this simple laundry method still being used. 
Besides evoking feminine qualities, I envision this cloth-like shape as a teaching 
space for my art themes. Like a whiteboard, it demands attention and conveys a simple 
and direct message. I borrowed this shape from Jasper Johns, although his work appears 
to be more elusive than mine. I have altered and recycled it in countless sketches, 
drawings, and prints. I identify with its embodied femininity. This shape makes sense to 
me; it reminds me of who I am and what I love. 
 
Figure 6.  Johns, J. (1987) Untitled. From Philadelphia Museum of Art, Philadelphia. Retrieved from 
https://artondemand.philamuseum.org/detail/461009/johns-untitled-1987.  
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Sometimes the artmaking process is a fight and other times it flows. The sketches, 
drawings, carving, and printing processes for this reduction woodcut went rather 
smoothly. I found tremendous satisfaction in using simple tools to carve into my wood 
plate. I felt like a sculptor from centuries ago, with my hands and lap covered in wood 
shavings and gritty sawdust on my face and in my eyes. Eisner (2001) states the arts, 
“…marry thought and emotion in the service of meaning. They help us learn to see and to 
feel what we see. The arts are eye openers” (p. 9). As I carved through the layers of my 
woodcut, I reflected on my two boys who are older now. In my gratitude I returned to the 
wonder of pregnancy and birth; holding them in my arms as newborn babies; their 
amusing curiosities as toddlers; the connection we share as mother and son(s); observing 
their growth; the memories we’ve made over the years; and a gentle thankfulness for their 
lives. Art as invention highlights life’s pleasures through remembering, enhancing 
meaning, assigning value, and sustaining life through hope (Kellman, 1995). 
Poetry as Description: My Baby, My Boy 
I do not have an interesting backstory on poetry writing. I did not take the time to 
research what makes a poem successful, meaningful, or powerful. Last fall, I read a 
handful of poems by Carl Leggo, and felt inspired to explore this expressive form of text. 
I wanted my poems to show honest and raw fragments of my experience; to uncover and 
expose some realities of motherhood and life: love, fear, despair, hope, grace, judgment, 
brokenness, and healing. My goal was to leave room for the unsaid; to connect some 
dots; and to consider answers to questions that surfaced. 
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The poem My Baby, My Boy offers a glimpse into my family’s lives at the height 
of my children’s illness during their toddler and early childhood years. Reading this poem 
brings me to tears. I cry for my children. 
MY BABY, MY BOY  
RSV, excessive ear infections, illnesses, antibiotics 
An inability to fall asleep and stay asleep 
Teeth grinding in the night and excess tooth bacteria by day 
Abhorrent nightmares and negative sleep talk filled with no-no’s 
Night waking to pain-filled shrieks, muscle spasms, inflamed joints  
Active, greedy, bloodthirsty parasites  
Deterioration crawling, starvation lingering beneath the skin 
Vicious, raging, incalescent food allergies 
Their indignant course must end 
Cradle cap skin crust, dry, broken hair  
Sappy scalp fungal clumps falling out 
Rosy cheeks, bumpy, itchy eczema, revealing… ALLERGY 
Tummy pain, violent vomiting, chronic constipation, bulging hernia, messy diarrhea 
Days of pale skinned, malnourished suffering 
Headstands into comfy couch cushions relieving head pressure 
Billy goat climbing, always climbing without fear 
Adrenal exhaustion settled in tears 
Stuffy nose, mouth open, heavy breathing 
Blank stares, brain fog, is my son there? 
Dark rings circling eyes, can’t quiet a mom’s intuition 
Tears and begging prayers… how do I help my son? 
  
In writing this poem, I intended to illustrate the physical, emotional, and spiritual 
realities of my family’s experience. My Baby, My Boy intermingles both of my sons’ 
physical symptoms and behaviors. People are not their illness; illness is not necessarily 
fixed; and it does not define you. Their symptoms did not appear or occur all at once and 
they did not fit into a tidy diagnostic box. Rereading and reliving this poem takes me 
back to the dark, fear-filled, tumultuous place where I was stripped of what I valued most. 
As I mentioned in my introductory statement, their pediatrician and pediatric 
pulmonologist did not have answers to their health issues. As this poem builds, it lists 
more revealing symptoms and atypical behaviors inciting increased feelings of anxiety 
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and helplessness. With all other symptom aside, my older son’s shallow and labored 
breathing deeply distressed me. It became evident that I would lose him if I did not take 
action. In this here and now, raw and descriptive state of being only one thing mattered – 
my son. This poem is simply the voice of a mom trying to help her son; in that naked 
place, I turned to God.  
Fully understanding the root causes of my children’s illness was a long and 
arduous process. Appointments with their progressive doctor revealed their intestinal 
dysbiosis and environmental assaults caused their health to progressively decline over 
time. I learned that pathogenic microbes create toxins, which leak through the intestinal 
lining, allowing toxins to leak into the bloodstream and travel to the brain. Neurologist, 
neurosurgeon and nutritionist, Dr. Natasha McBride-Campbell explains the “digestive 
system gets taken over by opportunistic and pathogenic microflora constantly producing 
a river of toxicity flowing from the gut to the brain” (Campbell-McBride, 2010, p. 48). 
Toxins pass through the blood brain barrier, clogging the brain, and cause an array of 
psychiatric and neurological symptoms (Campbell-McBride, 2010). My younger son 
exhibited more emotional symptoms, while my older son experienced more neurological 
symptoms. 
Although I appeared to have happy and healthy infants, month-by-month they 
developed colds and viruses that typically morphed into ear infections, bronchitis, or 
pneumonia. My younger son had ear tube surgery twice. Their doctors prescribed and 
overprescribed antibiotics. In one instance my older son had a cold and the doctor 
thought he might develop an ear infection. As he wrote the prescription, I questioned the 
doctor, “Does my son really need the antibiotics?” The doctor insisted that I would have 
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to bring my son to his office over the next few days to have his ears checked, if I failed to 
administer the antibiotics. Needless to say, I gave my son the antibiotics.  
My Baby, My Boy exposes my family’s day-to-day experiences documenting our 
reality. The poem lists chronic infections and illnesses, insomnia, teeth grinding in the 
night, overabundant tooth bacteria, indignant sleep talking, sleep awakening from aches 
and pains, chronic digestive issues, head pressure, fearless climbing, adrenal exhaustion, 
and brain fog as well as allergic, bacterial, fungal, and parasitic symptoms. Family, 
friends, and conventional doctors did not witness, understand, or validate the 
extensiveness of my children’s physical, emotional, and behavioral issues. Their 
misperception and misunderstanding does not disqualify or erase my memories. This 
poem is a concrete expression of where we have been and a reminder of how far we have 
come. Artist-mother conflicts associated with My Baby, My Boy include: my internal and 
social tensions that arose from being denied and misunderstood; my innate mothering 
persistence in the healing process and questioning my effectiveness; my urgency in 
understanding the root causes of their illness; and growing weary through the rigorous 
process of addressing the layers of disease. This cortisol producing, developing and 
educational, ambitious and sacrificial, deconstructing and physical healing processes 
contributed to my maternal, lingering state of inter-ruption. 
My Baby, My Boy provides an evocative description, of an unfolding and 
misunderstood epidemic rooted in the digestive system (Campbell-McBride, 2010). 
Adding to the complexity and confusion, there are opposing views on Autism Spectrum 
Disorders and varying degrees in which people are affected. Upon meeting my two boys 
one may be confused by my story because my children have become rather healthy young 
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teenagers. They have undergone tremendous physical healing, but even transformed areas 
have left scars.  
Artmaking as Description: Canary 
When I started sketching for my linocut Canary I was inspired by Pablo Picasso’s 
emotional and powerful mural, Guernica (1937). This painting was Picasso’s heartfelt 
response to the horrific bombing of the Basque town of Guernica in Spain. While Spain’s 
Republican government was resisting revolt in the Spanish Civil War, fascist opposition, 
led by Spanish general Francisco Franco, dropped incendiary bombs on Guernica’s 
civilians (Xifra & Heath, 2017). This brutal three-hour bombing took place during 
afternoon market, killing countless innocent women and children (Xifra & Heath, 2017). 
London reporter and The Times correspondent, George Lowther Steer wrote eyewitness 
accounts of Guernica’s tragedy spreading this horrifying news (Xifra & Heath, 2017). 
Guernica became known as a symbolic attack on Basque nationalism and an 
indiscriminate civilian bombing (Xifra & Heath, 2017). Picasso’s politically influential 
Guernica has grown to symbolize the atrocities of war throughout the world.  
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Figure 7.  Picasso, P. (1937) Guernica. From Museo Nacional Centro de Arte Reina Sofia, Madrid. 
Retrieved from https://www.museoreinasofia.es/en/collection/artwork/guernica.  
 
 
Figure 8.  Amy Michael, Canary, linocut, 2014 
 
I hoped my linocut print Canary would embody a similar power and emotion as 
Picasso’s Guernica. The process of creating Canary presented victories and obstacles. I 
was immediately content with the rough sketch I scribbled onto a scrap of paper. I used a 
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projector to enlarge my sketch into a drawing, adjusting some features to fit the imagery 
into a sufficient format. The plate captures my immediacy of carving. This tactile, 
stimulating carving process was so quick, that I made an error by gouging into the plate. 
When artists view their work, they know their missteps and areas that need improvement. 
Sometimes they alter them and other times they let go of them, exposing their errors and 
considering them as a learning experience. 
Canary communicates the specifics of narrative as description, as the viewer 
participates in an unfolding story (see Figure 8). In the print’s lower left-hand corner, two 
hands preparing a vaccine direct the viewer’s attention. The counterclockwise visual 
movement allows the viewer to collect the details of the event, culminating with a 
monster-like arm and creepy hand vaccinating baby canaries. The black and white 
contrast contributes to a dramatic and despairing tone. The imagery within this print is 
exaggerated and distorted. In the central foreground the wide-mouthed baby birds cry for 
help, while on the far left the mother bird’s expression echoes the crying hatchlings. She 
sees her hatchlings potential harm and she cannot control the outcome. Canary depicts 
my feelings about the horrors of over vaccinating children. In the background of the print 
Canary a Picasso-like image of a screaming woman turned away is repeated, referencing 
this as a frightening, ongoing human problem. The upper left corner displays an eagle’s 
talons perched on a branch, alluding to God’s omnipresence. Repetitiously closed eyes 
and tears signify fear and despair. This print’s narrative of description depicts my view 
on the potential harm of excessive vaccinations.    
Artist-mother Käthe Kollwitz wrestled with negotiating her counterculture views 
on self-sacrifice, war, and loss. Whereas I have been torn by modern culture’s increased 
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vaccination schedule and by over vaccinating my children. It appears that both of our 
wavering, parenting decisions have left traces of maternal guilt. Mothers care so much, 
feel so deeply, and strive to make informed and supportive parenting decisions. Mothers 
want the best for their children and experience disappointment when they do not meet 
their personal mothering standards. A mother’s inclination to protect is evident in 
Kollwitz’s lithograph, The Mothers (see Figure 4). She embraces her two sons in an 
uncompromising stance. In my linocut, Canary, the doctor overthrows the mother’s 
instinct to protect. She is powerless in the face of hostile vaccination mandates.  
Over the past decade, the canary has become a symbolic image of the ASD 
epidemic (Meletis & Zabriskie, 2007). In the past, miners would release a canary into a 
coal mine to determine if the air was safe to breathe. If dangerous gases killed the canary, 
then coal miners would not proceed. Like this canary metaphor, ASDs embody a 
symbolic warning, heeding the world’s attention to take notice of our modern life style’s 
impact on our health.  
Just as Picasso was outraged by the innocent children and women who died in 
Guernica’s civilian bombing, I am deeply sickened by the innocent children and families 
whose lives have been and are being grossly damaged and disrupted by the modern, 
aggressive vaccination schedule. My descriptive print Canary communicates deep 
purpose and moral responsibility. Kollwitz’s descriptive World War I memorial, The 
Grieving Parents, voices the reality of war’s effect on families. Canary was created to 
regain my voice, power, and sense of agency in relation to the aggressive vaccination 
mandates. I wish I knew fifteen years ago what I know now. I did not know my children 
had weakened immune systems, until my children’s symptoms amassed. 
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Poetry as Description: Mom and Son’s Prayer 
MOM AND SON’S PRAYER  
‘Yes, but not quickly,’ 
Is all I can hear, 
This healing can’t take, 
Another year. 
We asked God to heal him, 
We listened in prayer, 
He said, “Yes, but not quickly,” 
Whispered right in his ear. 
 
The poem Mom and Son’s Prayer is based on a vivid experience. When my 
children were 9 years old and 10 years old I attended an out-of state, Christian, listening 
prayer conference. I learned that listening prayer is praying with the anticipation of the 
Holy Spirit responding to you (Jersak, 2012). The response may take the form of a visual 
or verbal impression, which may consist of a word, a phrase, an image, a song, or a Bible 
verse. You are told to test what you have seen or heard by the foundational truths in the 
Bible and to continue to pray to determine its relevance and accuracy. While I was at the 
conference I signed up for a small group of people pray for me. I lived 1,200 miles away 
and this church was not affiliated with my church at home. I did not know anyone, and 
they did not have any information about me other than my name and home address. 
During the prayer session, I was intrigued by the specific information they shared with 
me. One man saw a vision of me persistently filing through shelves of grocery food items 
and frantically running up and down the store aisles searching. He did not know, that this 
was my life as a mother of children with extensive food allergies. I read every food label; 
I shopped at multiple stores for the healthiest foods; I foraged the Internet and cookbooks 
for gut healing recipes; I spent most of my time in the kitchen planning, preparing, and 
cleaning up after snacks and meals; and I worried about their allergic reactions to foods. 
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The man also said that I had a deep longing in my heart. At this point, I had been working 
on improving my children’s health for several years. We experienced progress, but I 
deeply longed for my children’s complete recovery. His vision summed up my life.  
A woman in this prayer group visualized me in a room with others. I was cleaning 
a tiny spot on a wall, but I was the only one in the room who could see the spot. She 
believed that I have an ability to see things in their infancy, before they fester; further 
conveying that I quickly address and take care of the problems without any fanfare. She 
said this was a gift. As I witnessed my children becoming more and more sick over the 
years, I knew there was something more serious to uncover. I did not settle for the 
medical profession’s lack of answers. I did not settle for family and friends attempts at 
brushing off my children’s illness. I chose the counterculture path, which involved 
trusting my instincts. I searched and prayed for answers. This listening prayer experience 
resonated with me.  
I wanted to try listening prayer with my family. I did not receive many 
impressions or affirmations on my own, but my children did. While we prayed they heard 
words, phrases, and Bible verses; they saw visual signs and images. They even heard 
words that they had never known before. One evening during bedtime routines my older 
son and I attempted listening prayer. We sat on the floor with our eyes closed and we 
calmly asked God if he would heal him. After moments of silence my son shared that he 
heard the words, “Yes, but not quickly.” These four simple words offered a poetic 
narrative of considerable hope. I held onto those words, reflecting on them often. I 
negotiate my son’s healing process through my poem Mom and Son’s Prayer. It took 
several years to improve my children’s health and there were times when I grew weary, 
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but parenting has taught me valuable lessons. I learned that healing takes time, patience, 
and persistence. My children’s progressively trained doctor explained that healing 
requires peeling back layers of disease, one layer at a time. Looking back, I remember 
negotiating the layers.  
Artmaking as Negotiation: Layers 
My narrative of negotiation involves coming to terms with understanding the 
symptoms contributing to ASDs and how they impact families. Through artmaking an 
artist: sorts, processes; documents; establishes meaning; and resolves their narrative of 
negotiation (Kellman, 1995). The artwork becomes a record of the artist’s negotiation. 
As I mentioned earlier, my artwork is influenced by Jasper Johns. I am drawn his 
color palettes, rich textures, variety of pattern, expressive scrumbling, and dramatic 
chiaroscuro. His division of space, flat objects, and layering appear to tell a story once 
they are pieced together. When I view his work, I feel like an outsider peering through 
the window of his paintings and prints. Although I appreciate the elusive meanings in his 
work, I prefer a more straightforward simplicity in my subject matter. I have always been 
drawn to the still life genre. Johns’ work evokes a similar observational, quieting effect 
that still life works typically embody. I borrowed Johns’ formatted division of space for 
my woodcut Layers. 
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Figure 9.  Jasper Johns, The Seasons, intaglio, 1989, (Johns, 1989) 
 
 
Figure 10.  Amy Michael, Layers, woodcut, 2015 
 
This print documents some aspects that contribute to the Autism Spectrum’s body 
burden and its impact on family life (Figure 10). Layers is divided into six sections, 
intentionally ordering, quieting, and connecting the complex layers of disease with an 
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observational, still-life effect. The canary and figure of a boy are repeated signifying 
ASDs increasing prevalence.  
Viewing the print from left to right, the first section displays an eagle’s wing, 
alluding to God’s protection and empathy. In my mothering moments of brokenness, I 
visualized myself in the shadow of God’s wings. I felt assurance knowing one thing … 
that God knows me. The arrows signify a physiological, emotional, and spiritual fight or 
battle. The second section depicts a replica of my older son’s elementary school drawing 
of a bird surrounded by paper cut-outs of a boy. This imagery is reminiscent of the 
innocence of childhood and the repetitious cut-outs reference ASDs prevalence once 
again. The third section contains a canary perched on a branch with ticks crawling in the 
background. Ticks are carriers of Lyme disease. Although my children’s conventional 
Lyme disease tests were negative, their progressive doctor and her expert Lyme physician 
conducted additional diagnostic measures implying Lyme. This was a hidden layer that 
contributed to my children’s weakened immune system that was addressed.  
The fourth section’s tree symbolizes an inherited genetic methylation cycle defect, 
resulting in a poor detox capacity (Raymond, Deth, & Ralston, 2014). Genetic testing 
revealed my children have a glitch in their methylation cycle. A specific supplement may 
be used to complete the methylation process. The fourth section displays a replica of my 
younger son’s self-portrait and drawing of our house. This imagery references children’s 
innocence and draws attention to the family unit. ASDs turn families upside down. The 
physiological, behavioral, medical interventions, complex resolutions, emotional, and 
financial stress of the disease weighs on the family. In the fifth section, wavy parasites 
and round Candida Albicans, both common infections in ASDs invade the background. 
44		
		
The static image of a boy represents the pull between life and death. The thin body frame 
with skinny arms and knobby knees reference my older son’s once malnourished 
appearance. He holds a cage that once caged his human spirit. The last section contains 
several abbreviations for heavy metals. Many children with ASDs have a toxic body 
burden of heavy metals (Raymond, Deth, & Ralston, 2014). Heavy metal testing revealed 
that my younger son had a moderate-high amount of lead in his body. The rain-like 
diagonals symbolize a family’s tears. The buckets reference an overflowing body burden. 
Creating this print helped me negotiate and come to terms with understanding some of 
the complex layers of ASDs.  
Poetry as Negotiation: A Moment 
On a few occasions, when I have been upset with my children I have joked to 
myself and aloud, “I’m buying a one-way ticket to Hawaii.” The poem A Moment is 
about a weary mom who temporarily escapes the realities of life, while she fully engages 
in a daydream. Her emotions and senses are reawakened she: sees, tastes, touches, and 
smells. Throughout the poem she is transported to memorable places she has visited: 
walking the Hawaiian beaches, road trips through the Great Plains, hiking Joshua Tree 
National Park, climbing the Rocky Mountains, and wading in the Gulf of Mexico. These 
places made her feel alive, but now she feels emotionally lost. Aimlessness leads to 
clouded judgment and irrational decisions that may result in potential harm and danger. I 
view aimlessness as the absence of hope. In this poem the mom’s exaggerated 
aimlessness may cause her to get bitten by a rattlesnake; vomit from bingeing on 
chocolate; ride a subway all night; get into a fistfight; and follow a stray dog. Although 
she has reached a breaking point, she willingly walks the beaches until the physical pain 
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in her feet outweighs her emotional pain. The therapeutic sand and undulating saltwater 
offer relaxation, grounding, redemption, and renewal. She is aroused by the touch and 
scent of a cold, minty drink in her hand. She reflects on her moment and light-heartedly 
verbalizes her commitment to her family.  
A MOMENT 
I need a one-way ticket to Hawaii... 
Net fishing, beach camping, picking pineapple from lustrous trees 
A juicy guava from the ground is all I need 
Walking the beaches, 
Drawing in white or black sand 
Or biking the Great Plains  
feeling the stretch through the span 
Wandering through Joshua Tree’s desert-scape  
‘TIL a rattlesnake charms or awakens my state 
Or eating Graham’s Chocolates  
‘Til I puke from the pleasure 
I’ll ride the subway all night,  
I’ve got angst, I’ve got will,  
for the fight or flight 
I’ll follow a stray dog down the arduous alley, 
through the worn and decrepit conflating corridors 
From this arid fourteener, 
I just lack some air 
The palm trees and cocktails 
Shade the Emerald Coast, 
Soothing quartz, fine sand  
through my feet and my hands 
Walking ‘til arches flatten 
And extremities fail 
Washing grief in saltwater preserve 
Wading in water 
Calmed by gravity’s pull 
The seeping sun’s  
Exfoliation 
Oxygen, abundant, saturated, living air 
Sweating temples drip down my face 
Long straight hair frivolously curls out of place 
A cold minty mojito awakens my space 
‘Child, I just need a moment, 
I’m not going no place.’ 
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I am the numb, flawed, daydreaming, mom in this poem. The chaos of parenting 
in our modern, child-centered culture may alter any parent’s state of being. In this 
moment I long for simplicity; I dream of a temporary escape; I reflect on memorable 
places and experiences; I conjure up absurd ways of diffusing my angst; and I connect 
with nature. In writing this poem, I empathize with artist-mother Julie Blackmon’s 
cultural tension between the nostalgia for the way she grew up versus the current child-
centered culture. Parenting is a tricky balance amidst conflicting cultural dynamics. 
Blackmon also speaks of her displaced desire to “simultaneously escape and connect” 
(Blackmon, 2008, para. 2). My poem light-heartedly exaggerates my parental need to 
escape. Parents dearly love their children but sometimes they do too much for them, at 
their own expense. Through the child-rearing years, we may push aside our passions, 
hobbies, travel, friends, and things that once inspired us. Then, the stagnating parenting 
moments settle in, with time standing still and you are just waiting to live for yourself 
once again. I ask myself, how do I live fully or fully live when I am literally interrupted 
and managing my children’s busy schedules, needs, and behaviors? The present child-
centered culture evokes parental tensions. Artist-mother Monica Bock spoke of “be[ing] 
equally driven and torn by” her contending desire for autonomy and her desire to 
cultivate intimacy with her family (Bock, 2001, p. 56). In my poem A Moment, I briefly 
vie for autonomy. My arts-based research has challenged me to continue to love my 
family while I learn to do more for myself. 
Artmaking as Negotiation: Almost Perfect and Almost Imperfect 
Our modern American culture uses the word ‘perfect’ to describe an array of 
things from make-up to hairstyles, from clothing to cars, from cooking to dining out, 
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from home renovations to vacations, and from the perfect family to the perfect mother 
and child. I view this modern cultural ideology of perfection as an unhealthy way of 
thinking and living. Sociologist and modern mothering expert, Dr. Angie Henderson and 
her colleague’s research sheds light on this mothering conflict. She writes, 
The results show that moms who experience the pressure to be perfect have 
higher anxiety levels, higher stress levels, and lower self-efficacy, regardless of 
whether or not they subscribe to the traditional ideologies of motherhood…It is 
not any one choice that women make that compounds the pressure to be perfect; 
instead, it is all around us. (Henderson, 2015, p.2)  
I do not feel the pressure to be the ‘perfect mother,’ but its pervasive 
manifestation and unfavorable effects surround me. I negotiate my notion of the word 
perfect and its futility through the creation of my woodcut prints Almost Perfect and 
Almost Imperfect. These prints challenge our modern culture’s ideology of the ‘perfect 
parent’ and the ‘perfect child,’ in a satirical manner.  
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Figures 11 and 12.  Amy Michael, woodcut plates, Almost Perfect and Almost Imperfect, 2019 
 
 
  
Figures 13 and 14.  Amy Michael, woodcut, Almost Perfect and Almost Imperfect, 2019 
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This work is a play on words and labels, as well as child and parental cultural 
standards. The onesie in each print is identical, yet the background text implies a 
multiplicity of meaning. The word ‘almost’ is playful and cynical, implying that one has 
not quite met the standard. By changing the two letters in the background, from perfect to 
imperfect, the meaning of the text remains unaltered, even though perfect and imperfect 
hold different meanings. In viewing the pieces side by side, their messages are futile and 
redundant. The labels children receive from their doctors, school psychologists, teachers, 
family, friends, and adversaries, are typically limiting, static, careless, and meaningless. 
This closed mindset boxes children in; it does not account for their emerging potential. 
Most parents view their children as perfect, through rose-colored glasses, regardless of 
their strengths and weaknesses. 
A child’s modern cultural standards of perfection call them to excel at everything. 
They must be the smartest, most athletic, assertive, engaging, well-behaved, well-
rounded, service-oriented, compassionate, and so on. A parent’s modern cultural 
standards of perfection assumes the parent is incessantly engaged in parenting, 
orchestrates their child’s life, is prepared to deliver a teaching moment, and makes wise 
decisions. These hegemonic ideologies of perfection assume that all children and parents 
are the same (mentally, emotionally, physically, spiritually) and share the same beliefs, 
resolve, and goals. This frame of reference disrupts individuality and self identity. 
Artist-mother Monica Bock’s installation Maternal Exposure (Don’t Forget the 
Lunches) 1999-2000, confronts these modern unrealistic mothering standards, and the 
vulnerability and scrutiny she experienced in packing her children’s lunches. She endured 
societal pressures that placed her children and her nurturing skills under intense 
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examination and judgment, which produced anxiety (Buller, 2016). Like Bock’s work, 
my prints Almost Perfect and Almost Imperfect challenge these impossible modern 
parenting ideologies. My flat, baby blue, orderly arranged, nearly identical, exposed 
onesies are up for examination. I invite the viewer to contest and assess their notions of 
perfect.  
Poetry Negotiation: Elephant 
An elephant in the room is a euphemism meaning there is a problematic issue that 
many are not willing discuss. While writing this poem I thought of family, friends, and 
acquaintances that were misinformed, misperceived situations, were unwilling to listen, 
and cast judgment on my family. Like artist-mother Monica Bock, my mothering skills 
were exposed to intense examination and scrutiny. Although those close to us love us, 
they did not understand our immediate family’s needs, beliefs, and personal views for 
living counterculture. Our norms included: eating organic, whole foods; taking 
supplements, detoxifying, and reducing further exposure to toxic chemicals and 
electromagnetic fields. My husband and I chose this lifestyle to improve our children’s 
health and our physical and psychological exertion yielded healing results. 
ELEPHANT 
There is an elephant in the room, 
With a sublime and opulent presence. 
The scent of superiority, 
In pursuit and ready to charge.  
Facing off.  
Trampling, “Your children aren’t sick;”  
Repeatedly striking intuition and evidence. 
Shrilly contesting and provoking antigens, 
With captivity’s insistence on ‘moderation.’ 
Scowling at hunting, gathering, and preparing a primal sustenance.   
Piercing tusks halting her attempts to heal;  
The matriarch forages for life’s vital nutrients. 
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In this poem, the elephant is the lofty, opinionated, and judgmental adversary. The 
elephant chooses conflict by pursuing, attacking, and devaluing observational and factual 
information. My husband and I had family members who denied our children’s allergies 
and illness. In my older son’s early years, a family member repeatedly fed him food that 
he was allergic to. When he returned from an outing with this individual he experienced 
severe vomiting and diarrhea for 2-3 days. His weak, pale, ghostly frame slept on the 
bathroom floor with his pillow and blankets. Our children suffered the consequences 
when our family members did not take their allergies seriously. The poem Elephant 
voices our modern culture’s flippant saying, “Everything in moderation.” According to 
this phrase, it is okay to eat anything if it is a moderate amount.  
As I previously stated, I put a lot of effort into planning, gathering, and preparing 
my children’s food. I experienced dissension for giving my children healthy foods and for 
refusing to feed them heavily processed, artificial foods containing hazardous dyes and 
synthetic chemicals. I started to ignore the comments and confrontations over the years. 
My inability to talk to my family about my children’s diet and health became the elephant 
in the room. The last line of the poem Elephant reads, “The matriarch forages for life’s 
vital nutrients.” This statement attests to my unwillingness to compromise my beliefs 
about my children’s health. In many ways ASDs are the shushed elephants in the room. 
Artmaking Negotiation: Oceans 
I have experienced some inter-ruptions in my career, education, and motherhood. 
I worked as an art teacher before I had my children, then I intentionally left teaching to 
stay at home with my boys. We had a lot of fun playing, singing, dancing, painting, 
sculpting, reading, going to parks, and on adventurous outings. As their health declined, I 
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put more and more time into their healing, as we continued to create and experience life-
giving adventures. When my children’s health improved, I started my master’s program 
part-time. After a few years, I reentered the workforce as an art teacher. As I built an art 
program for a new school, I recognized the difficulty in completing the research and 
writing portion of my thesis, while working full-time and managing my children’s busy 
schedules. We did not have family nearby and my husband traveled often for work. After 
several years of teaching, I wanted to move in a new direction, so I resigned.  
I started to feel a recurring nudge to complete my thesis research. I could not quiet 
the nudge. I reenrolled and started working on the last portion of my masters. Week by 
week I wrestled with doubts about my ability to complete the program. One day I sat on 
my family room floor, journaling while listening and replaying the song Oceans (Where 
Feet May Fail) by Hillsong United. Through journaling and reflecting, I concluded that 
completing my master’s program would be an act of faith. I needed to take action and 
move forward without knowing the outcome. I scribbled a rough sketch on to a scrap of 
paper, which became the framework for my monoprint titled, Oceans.  
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Figure 15.  Amy Michael, trace monoprint, Oceans, 2019 
 
Oceans waves surround this individual during a torrential storm. The expressive 
and repetitious diagonal shapes and lines indicate the severity of the storm. The person 
teetering on the crest of the wave strives for balance. Eyes spill into the ocean as a hand 
reaches out to assist this person in need. This print exemplifies my developing faith and 
trust in God. It is about God’s provision, even when facing low visibility and fear, in the 
middle of a storm. Now that I have outlasted the storm, I see God’s purpose in this 
research project. Telling my story through writing poetry and artmaking has exposed 
some wounds, invited healing, and rekindled my relationship with God. With all of life’s 
surprises and interruptions, completing this work was the right decision. 
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CHAPTER V 
Findings 
Researching the significance of artist-mother narratives and my sense of inter-
ruption has had a profound impact on me. Taking the time to pause and reflect on my 
journey through motherhood allowed me to order, process, document, construct meaning, 
validate, communicate, and share my story. My sense of personal discord was brought 
into order. My research helped me process some painful experiences that invited healing. 
At times poetry writing and rereading my poems left me unexpectedly in tears. This 
creative process exposed the depths of my raw, unfiltered, and sometimes flippant 
thoughts. I did not recognize the weight of my unspoken thoughts, until I saw my despair 
expressed through my poems. Creating poems and prints about my life experiences 
allowed me to negotiate my version of my artist-mother narratives. This process 
empowered me to continue to deflect cultural messages, ideologies and voices that were 
not congruent with my values, beliefs, and goals. It has also given me the confidence to 
talk and share my experiences once again. Revisiting memories through my work 
solidified the valuable lessons I have learned from my life experiences. I hope my work 
voices my love for my children and I hope they come to understand the determination I 
put into their healing process was with their best interests at heart. 
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A Sense of Motherhood Camaraderie 
Exploring artist-mother narratives left me with a deep sense of motherhood 
camaraderie. I found artist-researcher-teacher Sylvia Wilson’s (2004) narrative on 
mothering her son with multiple disabilities moving. Both Wilson and I felt overwhelmed 
and used creative expression to sort through and process our thoughts and emotions. 
Hearing and passing on stories has a transformative and communal effect. I appreciate the 
rich, powerful, and wise messages I gleaned from the counterculture narratives of Julie 
Blackmon, Monica Bock, and Käthe Kollwitz. I found Julie Blackmon’s straightforward, 
honest, and unapologetic comments on the expectations of women, the child-centered 
culture, and the stress associated with modern day parenting favorable. Her work exposes 
our less than perfect conflicting cultural narratives in a humorous way. Blackmon’s work 
is visually appealing and relatable. I also felt a sense of mothering camaraderie with 
artist-mother Monica Bock who negotiated the dual roles of artist and mother through her 
work. Finding the balance between personal goals and work goals is complicated. Her 
thoughtful and ambitious installation, Maternal Exposure (Don’t Forget the Lunches) 
1999-2000, has encouraged me to create more rigorous goals for myself. My research has 
led to a deep admiration and respect for artist-mother Käthe Kollwitz. I empathized with 
Kollwitz’s unconditional maternal love and fierce instinct to protect her children. Her 
work embodies authenticity; it voices her soul. With time and experience I hope my work 
will voice a similar power. 
Doubts and Challenges 
I had some doubts and challenges throughout this process. As a more visual 
person, I have continually lacked the finesse for putting my thoughts into words. 
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Although I enjoyed the research process, my struggle with writing was an ongoing battle. 
The repetitive nudge I felt to complete my master’s program was the stimulus that kept 
me going. I believe that God used this process to develop my faith and trust, and to 
rekindle my spiritual life and to address some wounds from the past. 
The busyness of my adult life and mothering responsibilities placed artmaking on 
hold. During this program there were times when I felt divided and inter-rupted in 
balancing my family life and productivity. The work that I have created through this 
process has reawakened my desire to make art. This creative impulse has prepared me to 
express the ideas and imagery that I have collected through the years. 
Future Plans 
This reflexive and creative process of exploring narrative through poetry writing 
and artmaking has provided purpose for the future. Now that my children are older, I 
want to pursue artmaking on a regular basis. I recently began to set up a studio space in 
my dining room. I plan to purchase a small printing press in the near future. I want to 
continue to unpack the ideas that I have stored up through the years. As this organic 
process unfolds, I look forward to seeing how my ideas transform and my artistic skill 
develops over time.  
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